Women are active in democratic, participatory practices in Northern Ireland, as the case-studies outlined in the previous chapters testify. In this chapter, I explore what the diverse case-studies add to understandings of democratic processes. What hope do the studies present for a future of equal participation between diverse perspectives? To answer this question, I examine three major issues: public participation and pluralism, creating a dialogue across difference, and deliberative democracy and difference. Particularly with the first two issues, I build on the arguments outlined in Part I of this book to assess the implications of the case-studies for a feminist critique of gender, democracy and inclusion in Northern Ireland. I also draw extensively on feminist theorists to argue that what is often missing in political debate is a preparedness to change, a recognition of the partial and situated character of knowledge and identities, and an excitement about the possibilities that participatory dialogue can engender. The third section looks beyond the case-studies toward the emancipatory potential of deliberative democracy to foster dialogue across difference. As an Australian, living in Belfast, my interpretations are those of an insider-outsider.
government. The women involved in the women's centre, an interfaith community, a trade union, as well as in political coalition, accept politics as a 'collective and participatory engagement of citizens in the determination of the affairs of their community' (Dietz 1992:75) . Democracy is understood as the form of politics that enables people to come together as active citizens, the combination of speech and action is what makes us political agents, and it is the public space that makes the participation political.
Participatory democracy is based on the desire, indeed on the demand for political inclusion. Such demand for what Anne Phillips calls 'a political presence' often comes from groups which 'see themselves as marginalised or silenced or excluded ' (1995:5) . The need to express distinctive voices is strong. Participatory democracy requires participatory structures 'in which active people, with their geographic, ethnic, gender, and occupational differences, assert their perspectives on social issues within institutions that encourage the representation of their distinct voices' (Young 1990:116) . In Northern Ireland, the very contested, conflictual nature of distinctiveness makes participatory democracy highly problematic in an everyday pragmatic sense. Later, I explore in more depth why this is so, and how feminists suggest some of the obstacles may be overcome. It is important to note, however, that not all political participation is positive. Although political activity can promote sectarianism or terrorism, the concern in this book is with democratic processes of inclusion.
Inclusive democratic participation is crucial, because when distinctive voices are suppressed, or differences are not recognised, or there is a compulsion toward consensus, the purposes of democratic participation are undermined, 'for the benefits of thinking things through together are lessened when some voices are not heard' (Bickford 1996:16) . It is this collective participation of thought, discussion and activity that is central to democratic inclusiveness. Mary Dietz summarises the constructive possibilities of democratic citizenship as being threefold: 'its relation is that of civic peers; its guiding virtue is mutual respect; its primary principle is the "positive liberty" of democracy and self-government ' (1992:75) . That is, participation is carried out with other equal citizens, it presupposes a respect for all citizens and it promotes self-determination.
A consequence of the increased political presence of women (or other previously marginalised groups) who express their uniqueness through participatory democracy is a decided sense of empower-
